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By Richard Sanders 

David Lifton is not paranoid. 

This is remarkable, considering 
his line of work. Lifton, 41, is a Ken- 
nedy assassination critic — and 
among this species of human, para- 
noia is often a raging epidemic. 

“I used to get suspicious of 
their suspicion,” says Lifton, whose 
rapid but self-deprecating speech 
makes him sound like Woody Allen. 
“I’d laugh at the other critics’ sto- 
ries of harassment and persecution. 

I think if someone had taken a shot 
at me, my credibility would have 
gone up among my peers.” 

In fact, Lifton frequently refers 
to himself as a “second generation 
critic,” to be distinguished from Ed- 
ward Epstein and others who have 
gone before. The basis for his dis- 
tinction, however, isn’t his lack of 
distrust but his new book. Best Evi- 
dence (Macmillan, SI 6.95), a con- 
troversial account of what trans- 
pired on Nov. 22, 1963, the day that 
President John F. Kennedy 
was killed. 

What puts Best Evidence in 
the new-wave category is a simple 
thesis:Both official and unofficial 
investigators, who drew conclusions 
based on the autopsy report, were 
dealing with falsified evidence. 
Prompted by the extraordinary dif- 
ferences in the body at the Dallas 
hospital and at the Bethesda, Md., 
Naval Hospital and bolstered by 
previously unexamined data, Lifton 
makes an explosive deduction: Ken- 
nedy’s body was surgically altered 
to support a single-assassin theory. 

“What I’ve done is redefine the 
problem,” says New Yorker Lifton. 
“Everyone has assumed that when 
the corpse arrived at the Bethesda 
autopsy room, it was in the same 
condition as when it left Dallas. By 
making that assumption, the War- 
ren Commission could conclude that 
Lee Harvey Oswald acted alone. 

By accepting that assumption, the 
critics could only call the Warren 
Report a lie. But I don’t believe any- 
one is lying. I believe everyone has 
failed to question a very basic 
assumption.” 

A Cornell graduate with a de- 
gree in engineering physics, Lifton 



became interested in the assassina- 
tion in 1964, while he was working 
with the Apollo space program in 
Downey, Calif. “I was intrigued 
by what the critics were saying,” 
he recalls. “My motive was pure 
fascination, an extension of the fact 
that I used to read Erie Stanley 
Gardner’s Perry Mason novels.” 




Author Lifton: many chilling questions. 



But what Lifton found was 
more reminiscent of novelist Rich- 
ard ( Mile High) Condon’s bizarre 
conspiracies than Gardner’s court- 
room crises. Troubled by contradic- 
tions in the evidence — particularly 
by a bystander’s film showing Ken- 
nedy’s head jolting backward from 
the fatal shot — Lifton started his 
own investigation in 1965. “I never 
guessed it would take fifteen years. 
You wouldn’t start a project today 
and say, ‘Gee, I need something to 
do until 1996.’ It’s just that more 
areas kept opening up, areas that 
had to be pursued. You can compare 
it to America stepping into Vietnam: 
there was no idea of what would be 
required.” 

The spark for the altered-body 
theory came a year later, when Lif- 
ton read a copy of an FBI report 
written by two agents present at the 
autopsy. According to the report, 
found in the National Archives but 
never examined by the Warren 
Commission, the autopsy physicians 
saw signs of “surgery of the head 



area, namely in the top of the skull.” 

Says Lifton: “I was stunned 
when I read that line. Here was a 
competent witness — a doctor — 
stating that some kind of surgery 
had already been performed, before 
the autopsy. I then realized I had to 
concentrate on the bociy, not the au- 
topsy report, as the best evidence.” 

Tracking down reports of the 
Dallas doctors who handled Ken- 
nedy’s body at Parkland Memorial 
Hospital, Lifton uncovered three se- 
rious discrepancies: 

The Dallas doctors find a 2 3 / 4 - 
inch wound in the right rear of 
the head. That night, when the body 
arrives at Bethesda Naval Hospital 
for the autopsy, the head wound is 
5>/8 inches, extending to the top 
of the skull. 

Seeing a small neck wound, 
possibly made by a bullet’s entry , 
the Dallas doctors make a tracheo- 
tomy incision, enlarging the hole to 
2-3 cm. At Bethesda, the neck 
wound is now 7-8 cm., leading the 
doctors to interpret it as a bullet 
exit wound. 

No other wounds are Observed 
in Dallas. At Bethesda, however, 
two other wounds — at the bottom of 
the back of JFK’s head and below 
the collar line — are discovered. 

The reason for these apparent 
alterations, claims Lifton, was to re- 
move any evidence that Kennedy 
was shot from the front, and to sug- 
gest he was shot from behind — most 
probably by a single gunman. 

Lifton’s next step was to flesh 
out his hypotheses. Leaving his job, 
supporting himself with his savings, 
part-time work and family contribu- 
tions, he attempted to interview as 
many eyewitnesses as possible, 
spending up to $800 a month on 
long-distance phone calls. 

“I didn’t want to publish any- 
thing until I’d gathered enough evi- 
dence. I didn’t want it bandied 
about as just another theory. From 
the day I discovered this, I kept its 
knowledge restricted to a small 
number of people — a few friends, 
my parents and my girlfriend. 

Lifton thinks JFK was killed because 
he’d promised to pull out of Vietnam 
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Was a grisly shell game played over John F. Kennedy’s 
body and coffin? Yes, says this controversial new book. 



“It changed my life,” Lifton 
continues. “I couldn’t talk about 
the thing that was most important 
to me. I saw friends going forward 
in their lives — getting married, hav- 
ing children — and I was still buried 
in the books. I was always working 
on a project. It got unnerving when 
someone would ask, ‘Is that the 
same project you were working on 
five years ago?’ And of course, when 
I’d bring a girl back to my apart- 
ment and she’d see all these filing 
cabinets .” 

Yet Lifton never saw himself 
as a shadowy, Dostoevskian figure, 
withering away in secretive solitude. 
“Right from the beginning, I had a 
sense of humor about the project. 
Because I had confidence in my 
theory, I really felt I was the least 
paranoid of all the critics. At least I 
was able to keep my perspective. 
Every time they’d hear a click on the 
phone, they’d be convinced the gov- 
ernment was tapping them. With 
my background in general physics, 

I knew the clicks were just indica- 
tions of lousy phone service.” 

By last year, Lifton felt he had 
amassed sufficient information to 
support his theory. Interviewing 
hospital personnel, he was able to 
establish the following: 

In the rear of Bethesda, chief 
hospital corpsman Dennis David 
watches a shipping casket being 
unloaded from an unmarked black 
hearse. According to the official 
scenario, however, Kennedy’s body 
arrives approximately 15 minutes 
later — in a ceremonial bronze casket. 

As the gray Navy ambulance 
carrying the bronze casket arrives 
at the hospital, it drops Jacqueline 
Kennedy off at the front door. En- 
tering the lobby, she passes techni- 
cian Jerrol Custer. At that moment, 
he is carrying X-ray cassettes of 
Kennedy’s body, already taken into 
the morgue. 

In the morgue, technician Paul 
O’Connor helps take the corpse out 
of the shipping casket. According 
to O’Connor, who’d worked in a 
funeral home, Kennedy’s remains 
are in a zippered rubber bag. In 
Dallas, the body had been wrapped 
in sheets. 
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O’Connor also notices that 
Kennedy’s cranium is empty. At 
Dallas, the brain was intact. Later, 
as the autopsy begins, the brain is 
back in the skull, although the nor- 
mal surgery needed to cut it loose is 
not required. 

Unlike many of the first-gen- 



tained by a new government inves- 
tigation. “I have a lot of faith in 
good old-fashioned American con- 
servatism,” says this former Eagle 
Scout. “One of the things that might 
come out of the Reagan adminis- 
tration is that people who have noth- 
ing to hide, and who are years re- 
moved from the incident, might 
assign the Justice Department to ex- 
amine the new evidence. The opera- 
tive word here is might. If none of 
this happens, I’m not going to feel 
betrayed.” 

Nor will Lifton feel betrayed 
by resistance to his book. “I recog- 
nize that it’s a new idea — I know 
it’ll take time for people to adjust. 
People may deny my conclusions, 
but no one can deny that questions 
have been raised. What’s at stake 
here is really a metaphysical issue: 
Can we trust observable reality? 

Can we give credence to observa- 
tions made by trained physicians 
while closely examining the body? 
Can we trust what our eyes see?” 

Us 








